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PREFACE

This study was prepared as a contribution to a broader project entitled "Mexico: A

Security Concern?" The research was sponsored by the Under Secretary of Defense for

Policy. It was conducted within the International Economic Policy Program of RAND's

National Defense Research Institute, a federally funded research and development center

sponsored by the Office of the Secretary of Defense and the Joint Staff.

The Note presents findings from an inquiry by the authors in 1989 and 1990 into

selected aspects of the narcotics problem through the 1980s. It does not assess the events of

1990 and 1991.
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SUMMARY

The continuing flow of drugs from Mexico to the United States has been a major source

of tension between the two countries over the past two decades. At present, Mexico accounts

for a large share-perhaps more than half-of U.S. imports of marijuana andc heroin; it also

serves as.a transshipment point for a large and apparently increasing proportion of cocaine

imports. This study assesses the effectiveness and political aspects of Mexican drug control

efforts in the 1970s and 1980s.

Using official U.S. government production and price figures, we estimate that export

earnings from heroin and marijuana in 1988 were between $2.2 billion and $6.8 billion; we

believe that the lower figure is more likely. These revenues appear to have been increasing

rapidly in recent years. Drug revenues currently constitute between 1.25 and 4 percent of

Mexico's gross national product (GNP); they add 5 to 20 percent to recorded export earnings.

We were unable to estimate cocaine export revenues.

The difficulty of uprooting an industry of this size is compounded by the fact that

Mexico has long been a platform for many types of smuggling into the United States. Highly

organized smuggling operations, e.g., of stolen automobiles and migrant workers, developed

rapidly in Mexico in the 1970s. Many powerful smugglers have been able, through

corruption, to establish protected positions for themselves and their businesses within

Mexico's political system, on a regional, if not national, basis.

For the past twenty years, Mexico has taken aggressive actions against drug

production, with the Office of the Attorney General (PGR) and the army having a central role

throughout; indeed, the army has been involved for almost forty years. During the late

1970s, these actions had a substantial impact, when the Mexican government responded to

U.S. pressure by adopting aerial spraying as an adjunct to the traditional manual eradication

of crops. However, over the following five years, growers adapted to the spraying by shifting

to smaller, better camouflaged plots, many of them located outside the traditional northern

growing areas. As a result, spraying seems to be far less effective now. Mexican production

of heroin and marijuana, all destined for the U.S. market, rose rapidly throughout the late

1980s.

Mexico's drug control effort is unique among major source countries in three respects:

First, Mexico has allowed aerial spraying of herbicides. Second, it has involved the military

in a central role-perhaps a quarter of the army's resources go to drug control. Third, Mexico

seems to have no significant problems related to domestic consumption of the drugs it
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produces for export; the control is justified in terms of concern witn the consequences of drug

exports to the United States and the drug industry's ability to erode government authority.

The United States has been pressing the Mexican government for more stringent drug

control for at least fifty years. The primary U.S. concern has been with integrity in the drug

control program. From the very beginning, there have been claims that the Mexicans

overstate the area they have eradicated and that agencies, both military and civilian, have

been corrupted by growers. The issue of integrity has been a major source of tension between

the United States and Mexico around the drug issue. Mexico's refusal to allow U.S. agencies

to closely monitor the functioning of the control programs, even those that receive U.S.

funding, has exacerbated those tensions.

As a result, U.S. agencies have known less about Mexican drug production and control

programs than about those in any other Latin American source country. This has limited the

U.S. government's ability to effectively monitor and influence Mexican drug policy. It is

interesting to note that the two official series of drug production estimates published by the

U.S. government showed substantial inconsistencies in the late 1980s.

On the eve of the 1990s, Mexican drug control efforts seemed unlikely to become much

more effective, despite U.S. pressures. Relative to other source-country control efforts, the

Mexican program has more funding, a more substantial commitment by the country itself,

and more clearly defined goals. Mexico may even represent an "end case" in terms of the

drug control efforts the United States can expect from the government of a major producing

country, in the context of the continued U.S. demand for drugs. What may be improving is

the integrity of the effort.

If, as some officials and analysts believe, corruption has been a key impediment to

more effective drug control, the U.S. government can do very little. That corruption has deep

roots in Mexico, and it probably cannot be substantially reduced by U.S. pressures. And if

the major problem has been the difficulty of controlling drug production that has become

widely dispersed-which seems highly likely-then the prospects are even more bleak. The

response of the poppy and marijuana cultivation industries to effective eradication programs

in the mid- 1970s, namely dispersion to smaller, better camouflaged plots, makes eradication

as costly and limited a tool in Mexico as it is in the United States.

Yet the problem of corruption has not, according to some U.S. officials in the field,

been the primary impediment to U.S.-Mexican cooperation. Rather, the key factor over the

years has been Mexico's exercise of its traditional nationalist concept of sovereignty. The

drug problem was one of the first issues to be defined as a threat to national security in

Mexico, but it is also one of the last to be affected by Mexico's recent evolution toward a more
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modern, open concept of sovereignty. A new program of collaboration with the United States

to interdict cocaine transshipments from South America, however, is evidence that the new

nationalist mentality is beginning to guide drug policy.

The administration of President Cnrlos Salinas de Gortari should be rated highly for

its recent cooperation on drug policy and its efforts to fight corruption and increase the

effectiveness of Mexican programs. Nonetheless, estimated drug production grew

substantially in the first two years of the Salinas administration. Thus U.S. concern remains

focused less on the level of drug exports from Mexico than on the perceived integrity of

Mexican control efforts. There may be little the United States can do to enhance that

integrity, but Mexico appears to be making serious efforts to improve its own programs.
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1. INTRODUCTION

The flow of drugs from Mexico to the United States has been a source of trouble in

U.S.-Mexican relations for at least two decades. The dominant view in Mexico is that the

problem arises from the inability of the United States to control its domestic demand for

heroin, cocaine, and marijuana. The dominant U.S. view has been that the Mexican

government has failed to make effective efforts to control the supply of drugs. In particular,

there have "een continuing U.S. allegations that widespread, systemic corruption is

undermining the Mexican drug eradication effort that was once held up as a model for all

source countries. At times-in particular, after the killing of Drug Enforcement

Administration (DEA) agent Enrique Camarena in 1985-U.S. government anger at Mexico's

alleged failure to maintain the integrity of its anti-drug efforts has been the dominant source

of friction between the two nations.

This study analyzes the interaction of the two countries with respect to drugs. We

begin by developing estimates of the value added in marijuana and opium/heroin production

in Mexico, itself a country with a very small drug use problem; we then examine the political

setting of drug production and trafficking. We argue that to understand the response of the

Mexican government to drug production, it is necessary to recognize the long history of

smuggling in both directions across the U.S.-Mexican border and to appreciate Mexico's long-

standing concerns with maintaining national sovereignty, particularly against U.S.

interference. We also examine the emergence of a new Mexican national security apparatus

and doctrine, which has played an important role in forming the country's response to the

growth of cocaine transshipments in the late 1980s.

Compared with other Latin American drug-producing countries, Mexico has been very

aggressive in its efforts to control the drug trade. Indeed, given the size of the problem

Mexico faces and the difficulty of suppressing a mature and entrenched drug production

system, Mexico may represent an "end case" in terms of what the United States can

reasonably expect from drug control efforts in the context of continued U.S. demand for

drugs. But its natural advantages as a smuggling platform to the United States, as well as

the inherent limitations of governmental control efforts, have ensured the continuing

participation of Mexican traffickers in the export of drugs to the United States. The study

also suggests that Mexican nationalism has been at least as important as corruption in

defining Mexican policy and impeding U.S.-Mexican cooperation against drug production and

trafficking. Note that the study does not extend beyond the end of the 1980s; developments
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since the beg' .ining of 1990 are only occasionally referred to, since the primary work was

completed by mid-1990.

Mexican anti-narcotics policy and practice have improved remarkably since President

Carlos Salinas de Gortari came into office in 1988. This is not without historic precedent,

however; a similar improvement occurred in the mid-1970s. Thus there is every reason to

expect that the drug problem will continue to bedevil U.S.-Mexican relations, though perhaps

less severely as the Salinas government's reforms take effect.

This study is based on two sources: (1) interviews conducted by the authors in 1989

with U.S. government officials in Washington and Mexico City and with a small number of

Mexican officials, and (2) the extensive body of official U.S. reports (most of them

Congressional), the growing corpus of journal writings, and the smaller scholarly literature

on Mexican drug trafficking and drug control programs.
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2. DRUG PRODUCTION IN MEXICO: HISTORY AND SCALE

Given Mexico's location and relative poverty, the length and emptiness of its border

with the United Stat,;s, the tradition of drug production in Mexico and its Latin neighbors,

and the current size of the U.S. drug market, Mexico's important role in supplying the illicit

drug market in the United States is scarcely surprising. Canada, on the other hand, with a

similarly long U.S. border, is a wealthy nation without a tradition of drug production and no

neighbors that are themselves drug producers.1 Few drugs are imported into the United

States through Canada. Indeed, the United States may well be a net exporter of illicit drugs

to Canada.

It is generally believed that in the late 19 80s, Mexico was the principal producer of

heroin and foreign marijuana fir the U.S. market. It is also believed that roughly one-third

of thf U.S. cocaine imports were transshipped through Mexico from South American

producer countries (see, e.g., U.S. Dc,.-rtment of State, 1989). Although there is continuing

concern about the possibility of a substantial internal Mexican market for these drugs,

particularly a middle-class cocaine market, the available indicators suggest that no such

market yet exists. 2 The major drug abuse problem in Mexico seems to be inhalant use by

young children. Mexico may, in fact, be unique among major source countries in the low

domestic use of the drugs it produces. 3

Mexico does not grow coca. However, as a result of intensified U.S. air and sea

interdiction efforts, particularly in and around southern Florida, it became a major

transshipment country in the 1980s.4 The open access of its southern border and the

IDuring the Prohibition era, on the other hand, Canada was a far more important source of
supply of illegal liquor to the United States than was Mexico. This may have been due to three factors:
(1) the location of the markets (the major U.S. cities were much closer to Canada than to Mexico); (2)
the relative bulkiness of liquor, which made its transportation costs, including the risks of being
apprehended, much higher than those of contemporary illicit drugs; and (3) Canada's close ties with
Great Britain, the source of Scotch whiskey. Mexico was not a traditional producer or shipper of the
liquors preferred in the United States.

2A recent survey of Mexican households found that only 4.3 percent of the urban population
between 12 and 65 years of age had used an illicit drug in the previous twelve months (Sistema
Nacional de Enquestas de Salud, 1989). However, Mexican officials were concerned in the late 1960s
and early 1970s that domestic drug use was significant and growing (partly because of the influence of
U.S. youth trends). This concern helped motivate Mexico to increase its anti-narcotics efforts in
cooperation with the United States (Craig, 1978).

3 Del Villar (1989) presents a variety of self-report surveys, all pointing to rates of marijuana use
much lower than those in similar populations (students, prison inmates, etc.) in the United States.
Cocaine and heroin barely register at all in these Mexican surveys.

41n the mid-1980s, Mexico also served as a latter-stage refining point, converting cocaine base
into cocaine hydrochloride. This may have been a consequence of the relative ease of obtaining
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existence of numerous airstrips close to the U.S. border made such transshipment a

relatively low-risk way to smuggle cocaine into the United States from the Andean region

(Reuter, Crawford, and Cave, 1988). Little is known about the level of cocaine transshipment

activity in Mexico, or about the incomes generated by that activity'.

In the remainder of this section, we attempt to estimate the scale of earnings from

Mexican production of opium/heroin and marijuana in 1988. We have relied on official U.S.

estimates of total drug production and prices; these estimates are discussed in detail in the

Appendix, where particular attention is given to inconsistencies in the data. This section

also discusses fluctuations in production levels; the discussion is a necessary prelude to the

analysis of Mexican control efforts, which seem to have been highly effective in the late

1970s.

HEROIN PRODUCTION

Mexico's history as a commercial producer of opium, the base for heroin, dates from

the 1930s, when Chinese immigrant farmers engaged in a modest level of production to

service the small illicit heroin market in the United States (Thomas, 1987, p, 3'. The U.S.

government encouraged licit opium production in Mexico during World War I! to ensure an

adequate supply of morphine, a major pain killer used in the treatment of the wounded

(Walker, 1988). Traditional Asian sources of opium production were not readily accessible in

wartime, when the need to treat casualties increased the demand for the drug. But by 1942,

the U.S. government had already started to express concern about leakage from the licit to

the illicit market, and U.S. officials in Mexico were providing very detailed information to the

Mexican government to force action against that leakage.

From 1940 to 1970, total Mexican production fluctuated, reflecting fluctuations in U.S.

demand and the availability of heroin from Asian sources, and the opium industry remained

concentrated in three states in northwestern Mexico: Sinaloa, Chihuahua, and Durango.

Mexico appears to have become the major supplier of heroin to the United States in

the early 1970s, when Turkey (under U.S. pressure) successfully implemented first a ban on

opium production and then an effective control program that prevented leakage from the licit

to the illicit markets. Whereas Mexico was estimated to have supplied a modest share of

U.S. imports in 1970, it was supplying 6.5 tons by 1975, 70 to 80 percent of the total.

Following an eradication campaign initiated by the United States (discussed belowv, Mexican

processing chemicals in Mexico, as compared with Colombia; Mexico also had less enforcement focused
on refining. Whatever the reason, there appeared to be little such processing activity in Mexico by the
late 1980s 'U.S. Department of State. 1989, p. 109).
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heroin exports to the United States dropped to just over 1 ton (30 percent of the total) in

1979, and according to a number of indicators, heroin use in the United States declined

precipitously (U.S. General Accounting Office, 1988). A combination of eradication efforts

and poor growing conditions (i.e., an extended drought) ensured that Mexican production

increased very little until 1984 (Craig, 1989).

Then in the late 1980s, total production rose substantially. The National Narcotics

Intelligence Consumers Committee (NNICC) estimated Mexican exports to the United States

in 1984 at 2.0 tons, but the figure had risen to between 4.5 and 5.5 tons by 1988. An

interesting phenomenon of the 1980s was the spread of opium production to new areas of the

country, including the states of Michoacan, Nayarit, Guerrero, Oaxaca, and Chiapas (U.S.

Department of State, 1989, p. 112). Production in the south of Mexico has now also

apparently spilled across the border into Guatemala, where 1989 production was estimated

to total 14 tons, about one-sixth the Mexican total (U.S. Department of State, 1990). The

dispersion of production was probably caused by Mexico's eradication efforts, since dispersion

lowers growers' risks of detection.

MARIJUANA PRODUCTION

Mexican marijuana production has murky origins. Though marijuana use in the

United States was traditionally associated in the public mind with Mexican immigrants

(Musto, 1971), there is little evidence that it was ever widely used in Mexico itself. Natural

hallucinogens have a traditional role in peasant society, but marijuana does not, despite the

fact that it grows abundantly in the wild.

Mexico has historically been the dominant source of marijuana for the United States,

supplying up to 95 percent of the modest U.S. market from the 1930s to the early 1960s (U.S.

House of Representatives, 1984, p. 10). After 1960, first Jamaica and then Colombia became

important suppliers. There are no official estimates of Mexican production or exports for the

1960s and early 1970s.

In the mid-1970s, when the spraying program went into effect, production in Mexico

fell substantially. The NNICC estimated that production declined from between 4,000 and

6,000 tons in 1977 to 750 tons in 1982. That decline also probably reflected lower U.S.

demand for Mexican marijuana because of concerns about the possibility of paraquat

residues on the drug (Walker, 1988, pp. 194-196).

According to NNICC estimates, production rose rapidly after 1982, reaching 4,700 tons

fover one-third of estimated U.S. imports) in 1988. The growth of Mexican marijuana

production during the 1980s is partly explained by the increased stringency of the U.S.
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maritime interdiction program. Colombia, the dominant producer for the U.S. market in the

late 1970s, became a high-cost source because of the increased risk of seizure. Although the

export price of Colombian marijuana was less than one-twentieth that of .Mexican marijuana

in 1985, transportation costs were very much higher for Colombian smugglers, more than

offsetting the lower material costs.5

The 1990 International Narcotics Control Strategy Report (INCSR), published by the

U.S. Department of State's Bureau of International Narcotics Matters (INM), includes a

dramatic revision of the production estimates for Mexico for 1989, reflecting what were

described as improved surveillance techniques. For reasons given in the Appendix, we do not

believe that this revision is plausible, and we have used the 1988 figures for estimating

revenues.

REVENUES

For this study, production estimates are of interest primarily for what they, together

with export prices, imply about the economic scale of the illicit drug industry. Even highly

conservative official estimates of prices and quantities point to an industry that accounts for

more than 1.25 percent of Mexico's gross national product (GNP) in 1988. That same low-end

estimate amounted to about 6 percent of recorded export earnings. Using the high end of the

official U.S. quantity and price figures yields a GNP share of almost 4 percent and a share of

export earnings of about 20 percent. For certain regions, drug revenues may be very significant

indeed, but the available data do not permit systematic estimates of regional drug incomes.

The relevant prices for export revenue estimates are those at the point of export.

Though some Mexican trafficking organizations, such as the Herrera family (a family gang

that extends to the Chicago area), were involved in U.S. domestic distribution, the bulk of

earnings generated in Mexico came from sales to U.S. domiciled importers. 6

The DEA publishes annual price data for a number of drugs at different points in the

distribution system. Table 1 presents prices of Mexican drugs in 1988. The interior price

apparently refers to the price at the point of production, for either opium or marijuana; this

may be close to the price received by the farmer. The border price is the price paid to the

exporter by the U.S. importer.

5As reported by the DEA (1989), the December 1988 price of marijuana at the point of
embarcation in Colombia was only $4 to "' -ir pound, compared with the Mexican border price of $136
to $455 per pound. If there is a difference ir. quality, Colombian marijuana seems to be better, since it
wholesales for $550 to S900 per pound, whereas Mexican marijuana wholesales for $325 to S650.

6We do not take up the tangled questions of the share of Mexican earnings returned to the
United States (a component of capital flight), or the amount of earnings by Mexican drug dealers in the
United States that are repatriated to Mexico.
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Table 1

Drug Prices: Mexico, 1988

Opium/Heroin Marijuana

Item ($/kg of heroin) (S3b)

Interior price 28 ,0 0 0- 8 0 ,0 0 0 a 50-100

Border price 1 0 0 ,0 0 0- 2 0 0 ,0 0 0 b 136-455

SOURCE: Drug Enforcement Administration, 1989.
aFor 10 kg of opium (equivalent to 1 kg of heroin).
b60 to 80 percent pure.

Taking the consensus 1988 opium production estimate of 45 to 55 tons, these figures

indicate revenues of $126 to $440 million for poppy growers and first-stage refiners. Total

Mexican heroin export revenues are based on the border or export prices, which must be

adjusted for the purity of the drugs. We assume that the reported price and purity are

correlated (i.e., that the $100,000 figure is for 60 percent pure heroin, and the $200,000 is for

80 percent pure), so the pure-kilogram price is between $166,000 and $250,000 per kg. Total

export revenues for 1988 are thus estimated to be between $750 million and $1,125 million

(see Table 2).

Marijuana revenue estimates are higher, as shown in Table 2. The lower NNICC 1988

production estimate, 4,710 tons, yields interior revenues of approximately S500 million to S1

billion and total Mexican earnings of $1.45 billion to $4.5 billion. The INM estimates are

about 20 percent higher, $1.6 billion to $5.4 billion.

Table 2

Drug Production and Revenues: Mexico, 1988

Item Opium/Heroin Marijuana Total

Production (metric tons) 45-55 4,710-5,655 n.a.

Farm revenues ($ millions) 125-450 525-1,250 650-1,700

Export revenues ($ millions) 750-1,125 1,450-5,700 2,200-6,825

SOURCES: U.S. Department of State, 1989; NNICC, 1989.

CONCLUSIONS

Total Mexican earnings from exports of heroin and marijuana, on the basis of official

figures, range from $2.2 billion to over $6.8 billion. The higher figures seem implausible.

Although the totals are driven by the very high prices at the top end of the range (i.e., for
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marijuana at the border), Mexican marijuana is generally regarded as being of low quality, so

the average export price is likely to be nearer the low end of the scale. S135 per pound.7

There is also some question as to whether Mexican exports to the United States are

even as high as the lower NNICC figure. Kleiman (1989), using data from surveys of the

U.S. population, estimated that total U.S. marijuana consumption in 1986 was 4,695 tons, of

which a significant share was produced domestically. Survey data indicate that marijuana

consumption declined between 1986 and 1988. Kleiman's estimate would point to export

levels in Mexico less than half the NNICC estimate, even allowing for domestic U.S.

seizures.8 With exports of approximately 2,500 tons and an export price of approximately

$150 per pound, earnings from marijuana exports are calculated at a more reasonable S750

million. Total earnings from heroin and marijuana imports, then, may be as low as $1.5

billion.
9

This figure is fairly close to some estima'es of Colombian export earnings from the

cocaine trade in the late 1980s (see Lee, 1989)00 However, the Mexican GNP and legitimate

Mexican export earnings are much higher than those of Colombia, so the drug industry has

less macroeconomic consequence. Mexico's gross domestic product (GDP) in 1988 was $174

billion; its total recorded export earnings were $38 billion.

Nonetheless, the estimates presented here suggest that the illicit drug industry in

Mexico was sufficiently large in the late 1980s that drug control could be perceived as having

important adverse economic consequences. Some of the major producer states. particularly

in northern Mexico, would have been most affected. A control program that drastically

reduced drug exports might also have had some effects on Mexico's international financial

position.

7For 1988, the DEA reported the retail price of domestic "commercial" marijuana (i.e., not
sensemilla) to be S700 to S1,200 per pound; an import price of S455 implies an implausibly low markup
of less than 200 percent over the entire domestic distribution chain.

8 For Mexican income estimates, it is irrelevant whether exports are consumed or seized
domestically, as long as the importer pays upon delivery to the United States.

9We are unable to provide estimates of total employment in the marijuana and heroin
industries, another measure of economic significance.

10We have not included an estimate of earnings from cocaine transshipments. In 1988, U.S.
imports of cocaine may have been as high as 450 tons. If one-third of the cocaine in the United States
entered through Mexico and the transshipment margin was $4,000 per kilo (compared with a landed
U.S. price of S 15,000 per kilo), Mexican earnings from this activity would have been approximatel]
$600 million. Even by the shaky standards of drug revenue estimation, this is a highly speculative
calculation.
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3. CORRUPTION AND SMUGGLING: EMBEDDED IN THE SYSTEM?

No issue in U.S.-Mexican relations is more distressing for policy analysis than that of

narcotics. There is no way to inquire into it without learning and saying terrible things

about both countries. One of the most sensitive aspects is the way in which narcotics

production and trafficking have led to the rise of criminal organizations whose wealth and

influence have contributed to making corruption a major, endemic problem for the Mexican

government and its law enforcement agencies. If the money discussed in Section 2 lies at the

root of the drug business, corruption is what allows it to branch throughout society and

politics. I

Corruption among Mexican officials has reportedly taken many forms and has

occurred at all levels of the chain of command. Low-level complicity in illegal activities has

been quite common. Policemen and soldiers have been paid to ensure that a particular

section of a highway or airport is clear for an hour or so, permitting a plane to land and

unload. Pilots have been paid to avoid spraying particular areas that are under marijuana

cultivation. Local police and military officers have provided warnings of impending raids;

they have also been found guarding fields and cargos for the traffickers. Prison officials have

been bribed to allow jailed traffickers to enjoy unusual amenities, including the ability to

conduct business over the telephone from their cells.

More troubling are reports that higher-level law enforcement officers at state and

federal levels have abused their authority and engaged in drug smuggling. Apparently, some

of these officials were not tools of the traffickers; they were forceful entrepreneurs intent on

getting a piece of the action. Gangs of highway patrolmen have been caught smuggling

marijuana into the United States over routes that they were patrolling. A federal law

enforcement official has been accused of operating an extended smuggling network with the

assistance of police under his direction. The former director of Interpol-Mexico has been

arrested on charges that he was involved in a notorious trafficking ring and used his

considerable influence and resources to launder money and conduct surveillance of other

officials, the results of which he sold to the traffickers. Such corruption of powerful police

(and, some would add, military) officials has compounded the intractability of the drug

1The following discussion reflects incidents and structures through 1989. It does not assess
changes in 1990 and 1991, although some perceptions and pronouncements from 1990-1991 are
included.
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problem, particularly if a chain of lower-ranking officers was involved, creating an organized

crime system coopted by and loyal to the very officials trusted to root out the smugglers.

MEXICO AS A SMUGGLING PLATFORM

Has the narcotics problem in Mexico consisted only of isolated criminals and their

gangs secretly conducting illicit businesses while enticing, corrupting, and coercing peasant

farmers and occasional officials to cooperate in keeping the business going? The problem

seems too large, too complex, and too difficult to uproot for that to have been the case.

Mexico, in the words of one interviewee, is "the perfect smuggling platform" and has

been so throughout this century. Mexicans have always been available to supply whatever

Americans want but cannot obtain legally in their own country-just as Americans have

always been ready to provide whatever Mexicans want and cannot acquire readily in Mexico.

Mexicans, and non-Mexicans in Mexico, have smuggled alcohol, prostitutes, migrant workers,

and drugs into the United States and have provided medical treatments (e.g., for cancer,

AIDS) that Americans want but find prohibited in their country. Meanwhile, Americans and

Mexicans have smuggled weapons, automobiles, electronics, and other goods that were

subject to import restrictions into Mexico, Impressive, corrupt, politically protected rackets

have reportedly grown up around all these items. 2

In other words, smuggling from Mexico into the United States has been a natural

phenomenon of geography, history, and economics. It has always occurred, and there may be

no way to prevent it. Adam Smith explained the impossibility of successful enforcement of

laws against smuggling as follows:

A smuggler is a person who, although no doubt blameable for violating the laws
of the country, is frequently incapable of violating those of natural justice, and
would have been, in every respect, an excellent citizen had not the laws of his
country made that a crime which Nature never meant to be so. 3

Thus. smuggling-even of narcotics-does not mean that Mexico is an "enemy" or a

"threat" to the United States. From a Mexican viewpoint, smuggling may be illegal, but that

does not mean it is illegitimate. It is just a matter of supplying what Americans want. Why

should Mexicans care, as long as they are making money and Mexico is not being hurt?

2 1t would be useful to know whether the Prohibition era in the United States led to organized
smuggling and institutional corruption in Mexico on a scale that is alleged to exist today with narcotics.
We have been unable to locate documentation on this subject.

3 Dominguez, 1975, p. 164.
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THE LIMITS OF TOLERATION

As Mexicans and others point out, Mexico is never the only or the initial source for

smuggling. Whatever the illicit item, production and smuggling into the United States starts

elsewhere; it is introduced into Mexico later, mainly because of Mexico's geographic location.

Mexico claims that it is part of an international phenomenon responding to U.S. demand-

and this implies that Mexico may tolerate the smuggling, within limits.

At the same time, the Mexican view requires that any Mexican role be unique. As one

interviewee stated, everything is permissible in Mexico as long as it is Mexican: The activity

must be done nationalistically, it must be useful to at least part of the ruling system of elites

and institutions, and it must be independent of international connections. This appears to

define the upper limits of toleration. The limits are apparently breached when the activity

jeopardizes the revolutionary mystique and Mexico's image at home and abroad, embarrasses

Mexican leaders in power, weakens central government or party control in some significant

area, or gets subordinated to non-Mexican actors.

Narcotics is the one smuggling activity that has breached these limits. Payoffs for

protection, profits for distribution, and isolated episodes of violence may not be of much

concern to high government officials in Mexico, but it is a different matter when producers

and traffickers become political gangsters and begin to wield greater local and regional power

than the government and its Institutional Revolutionary Party (PRI); when they try to

impose appointees and nominees who are not preferred in Mexico City: when they make

officials do what they want and not what the president wants; when they channel funds into

opposition parties and radical movements; when they acquire ever larger arsenals of

weapons for paramilitary operations; when they seem prepared to threaten Mexico's leaders

with assassination and terrorism if things do not go their way; when they attract

international attention that harms Mexico's image; when they seem more responsive to

foreigners than to Mexico City; and when they in fact are foreigners operating in Mexico,

competing with Mexicans, and trying to cut them out of business.

Because some, if not all, of this has reputedly occurred, Mexico's rulers have become

concerned about the specter of "Colombianization"- Mexico, they feared, was becoming

threatened by politically powerful and violent drug entrepreneurs. as happened in Colombia

around 1980.4

4 Marijuana- and heroin-related operations have not breached the limits to the same extent as
cocaine trafficking through Mexico from Colombia has, but they did so during the mid-1970s in the
Critical Triangle area, prompting the Mexican government to undertake Operation Condor as part of
what came to be called the Permanent Campaign. An analyst of this period noted: "Several ingredients
combined to produce concerted action from the top: (1) campesino desperation and the resort to drug



- 12-

THE GROWTH OF ORGANIZED SMUGGLING

Within the limits, it appears that smuggling was not regarded in Mexico as being

inherently criminal or "outside" the system. Indeed, major smuggling operations often

became embedded in that system. In the mid-1970s, tens of thousands of peasants

participated in marijuana and poppy cultivation and trafficking, particularly in Sinaloa. And

in the late 1980s, the "traffickers (were] increasingly viewed in the countryside as modern

Robin Hoods, who finance hospitals, schools, and churches in a time of crisis, and who defy

an upopular U.S.-made 'law and order' that protects rich American consumers and producers,

and punishes underprivileged Mexican peasants."5

Smuggling enterprises, like many Mexican business enterprises, tend to be family- and

region-based. 6 Extended family ties, along with equally extended political and social kinship

(compadrazgo) ties, assure that no major enterprise can operate in isolation from society and

politics. Any enterprise that needs respect and protection can probably obtain it. A leader

can eventually make contact, directly or indirectly, with almost anybody he wants to. And

once an operation gets well established, elite political circles or cliques (camarillas) at the

local and national levels may begin including individuals who have contacts with the

smugglers, if not the smugglers themselves.

Elite coalitions in Mexico normally include what, to American eyes, are incredibly

diverse, contradictory tendencies. In the United States, it is normal for like-minded

individuals to band together. But in Mexico, the camarilla system works best when the

individuals in a clique cut across diverse ideological, institutional, professional, and other

lines. This permits the coalition to tap into as many sources of information, power, and

wealth as possible. Major smuggling enterprises cannot be ignored in such a system.

Moreover, from a traditional Mexican nationalist perspective, a smuggler who sells to

cultivation and trafficking; (2) arming of the campesino and professional trafficker with weapons often
superior to those of local and national law enforcement officers; (3) open and increasingly violent
defiance of law and authority; (4) infusion into the sierras of enormous sums of money from narcotics
sales that came to dominate local and regional economies, politicians, judges, and police; and (5) the
merging of these trends in areas that have traditionally been the breeding grounds for rural guerrilla
movements. Together they posed a threat to the control by the government and the all-pervasive PRI
over the entire country from Tijuana to Merida. Analyzed in combination with U.S. pressure, a
tarnished international image, and a burgeoning drug problem at home, the development of a
clandestine, well-armed, and very well-financed nexus in the countryside goes far in explaining why
Mexican officials launched Operation Condor and why they show no signs of easing their antidrug
offensive" (Craig, 1980, pp. 361-362). Also see Craig, 1978, and Craig, 1985. Lupsha, 1981, p. 101,
makes similar points. He notes that "the states in which the drug trafficking groups were based were
all centers of organized revolutionary, anti-government opposition during the Mexican Revolution, and
some continue to be centers of guerrilla activity and ferment."

5 Del Villar, in Roett (ed.), 1988, p. 200.
6One of the few scholarly studies of these enterprises is Lupsha and Schlegel, 1980. Some

information also appears in popularized forms in Shannon, 1988, and Poppa, 1990.
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Americans but is anti-American and keeps his money in Mexico may be more respectable,

and less suspect in terms of nationalist credentials, than a businessman who admires and

works for Americans in Mexico.

By all accounts, Mexico's intensive anti-narcotics campaign in the mid 1970s-notably

Operation Condor-succeeded so well that by 1978 Mexico ceased being a major drug

exporter. This success, the rapid rise in government revenues from oil exports, and

nationalist impulses within the administration of President Jose Lopez Portillo (1976-1982)

led Mexico to insist on expanding its own role and reducing the U.S. role in the so-called

Permanent Campaign. 7 During the early 1980s, however, drug production and exports rose

once again. In retrospect, it is clear that the major trafficking operations were far from

destroyed.

The proposition is sometimes voiced, particularly in Mexico, that the narcotics boom

since the mid 1980s resulted largely from the oil bust in the early 1980s. According to this

line of argument, the oil boom in the late 1970s spread funds throughout the government-

PRI apparatus, increased the incomes of the middle and upper classes, and whetted the

appetite for corruption at high levels. When the economy plunged, some individuals and

offices turned to exploiting the drug business and allowed it to expand as a major new source

of wealth at the time.

But this is too facile an explanation. It appears that Mexico's major smuggling

enterprises-for narcotics and illegal aliens going North, and for automobiles and other items

going South-were largely organized in the mid- and late 1970s. The oil boom and bust may

have facilitated their expansion, but they were already on their way to consolidation.

Narcotics production and trafficking in Mexico were not spurred by the decline in the oil-

driven ecoromy, but by the continued demand in the U.S. drug market, along with Mexico's

natural advantages. Even if the oil boom and strong economic progress had continued,

Mexico would probably still be a major supplier of narcotics to the U.S. market. Besides, the

regions in which marijuana and poppy cultivation occur were relatively untouched by the oil

boom.

Another proposition argues that narcotics production a&id smuggling develop as a

result of poverty and underdevelopment. To some extent, this assessment is true,8 but again

it is an oversimplification that misses important points. Most of the major smuggling

7Toro, 1990a, pp. 242-244, touches on this point.
8 Mexican peasants are willing to grow marijuana at lower prices than U.S. farmers partly

because they can earn so much less from legitimate crops. Note, however, that Mexican farmers are
better paid than their Bolivian or Peruvian counterparts.


